On August 16, 2018, while the 2nd National Symposium on the theme 'Creating conducive environment for AYUSH research' was ready to be inaugurated in Pune, India was mourning the loss of her visionary leader, poet and statesman, former Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee. The Symposium was dedicated to late Shri Vajpayee for his vision and support that made a way for establishment of the Department of Indian Systems of Medicine and Homeopathy in 1995. The department gradually evolved as an independent Ministry of AYUSH in 2014. Shri Vajpayee was instrumental in initiating the path-breaking team India initiative known as New Millennium Indian Technology Leadership Initiative (NIMI-TLI) that encouraged traditional knowledge based drug development. Shri Vajpayee will be remembered for his public call 'Jai Vijnana' and support towards boosting transdisciplinary approach in Indian science and technology.
Earlier, on June 3, 2018 we lost Dr Douglas Altman, Professor of statistics in medicine at the University of Oxford, who dedicated his life to improve the reliability, reporting and integrity of medical research. He remains a highly cited researcher with more than 400,000 Google Scholar citations and an h-index of 208. At the Centre for Statistics in Medicine, he played a key role in establishing the Cochrane Collaboration in 1995 and drafted the first CONSORT reporting guidelines in 1996. He was awarded the Bradford Hill Medal by the Royal Statistical Society in 1997. He set many new trends in statistics and medicine. His consistent efforts to improve research integrity and quality of health research led to creation of the EQUATOR Network in 2006. His work inspired the development for more than 400 guidelines to improve quality and reporting of health research.
In a landmark BMJ Editorial 'The scandal of poor medical research' published in January 1994, Prof Douglas fiercely criticizes "publish or perish" culture as a result of failure to appreciate the basic principles underlying scientific research. His quote "We need less research, better research, and research done for the right reasons. Abandoning using the number of publications as a measure of ability would be a start", still awaits serious consideration in Indian education system.
In a way, both, late Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Professor Douglas Altman have been trend setters. Both visualized the future challenges and dared to take bold steps. Shri Vajpayee carved a path for New India, which is now articulated by present Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Professor Altman established foundations of robust methodology and enhanced spirit of integrity in medical research.
Setting newer trends in Indian science will be the tribute to these visionaries. This has to be actualized in the fields of Ayurveda, Integrative Medicine and Public Health. The need to adopt an innovative education system and new pedagogy much beyond the pathy-based egos, avoid turf war of academia and reform bureaucratic councils, has to be addressed. We have to encourage new experiments in education by providing due autonomy to those who have the potential and demonstrated capability for innovation.
Ayurveda must be able to attract the best talent as a first choice in education. It should connect the best minds of pundits, shastris and scientists. Ayurveda must transgress the artificial boundaries of schools, universities and get liberated from its self-proclaimed custodians. Future education in Ayurveda or any branch of medicine cannot remain restricted to mono cultural knowledge traditions and college-textbook-examination based teacher centric system. Ideally, such a system must embrace classroom-cliniccommunity-research based learner centric approach. Ayurveda being a sophisticated, comprehensive and logical health system can be best studied in an inquisitive environment blended with practical experience as a Gurukul. Ayurveda is deeply rooted in our culture, family and homes. India must embrace the best from both western and Indian intellectual traditions. Study of Indian knowledge systems coupled with contemporary natural sciences, technology, arts, social sciences and humanities is necessary to get new insights of Ayurveda in the twenty first century.
The Ministry of AYUSH is now promoting inter-ministry collaboration involving other ministries like Human Resource Development (MHRD), Health and Family Welfare and even Commerce, Industry, and Railways. Several new funding opportunities have been created by the Government through ambitious missions and schemes such as Impacting Research, Innovation and Technology (IMPRINT) that involves collaboration with institutions of eminence like IITs. The AYUSH sector is yet to take optimal advantage of these opportunities. Few efforts in these directions are noteworthy. Newly established All India Institute of Ayurveda has signed MoU with IIT Delhi to undertake collaborative research. The MHRD under Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya National Mission on Teachers and Teaching (PMMNMTT) scheme, the Faculty of Ayurveda of Banaras Hindu University has been awarded a 2-year project to develop 'Subject Based Network for Ayurveda' as online curricular contents in audio, video and other electronic formats.
Transdisciplinary approach is necessary to understand foundations of Ayurveda. Research should be an integral part of education and practice. Research must be focused on creation of new knowledge for benefit of people and planet. This cannot be done by blindly following the path of modern medicine. We need to develop epistemology sensitive methods and tools. We need to inspire young minds to study Ayurveda irrespective of their disciplines. In this context it is noteworthy to mention that transdisciplinary Fellowships are offered to students from departments of technology, management, education in addition to chemistry, zoology, botany, microbiology and biotechnology under AYUSH Center of Excellence at the Savitribai Phule Pune University (SPPU). These post graduate students will undertake their dissertations on various subjects related to Ayurveda and Yoga.
It is very important to build bridges and facilitate cross fertilization of ideas, and knowledge sharing between modern and traditional medicine. The students of AYUSH systems need exposure to modern sciences, at the same time, medical students need orientation for Ayurveda, Yoga and traditional medicine. A transdisciplinary human resource development effort has been supported by Department of Health Research (DHR), Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, Government of India. Under this scheme SPPU is organizing a Winter School in November 2018 offering one month intensive residential training program for young teachers from Health Sciences Universities, recognized Medical Colleges and research institutions. Such innovative efforts will go a long way in capacity building in AYUSH and Indian public health system.
The transdisciplinary efforts may facilitate the process of awaited transformation. Let's adventure in ideas and take bold steps for breaking silos and expanding horizons. This is time to be more tolerant, inculcate mutual respect and shed egos for improving research integrity. Ensuring mainstreaming potential of AYUSH for public health and global good will be the tribute to the visionaries.
